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MoFo Scores Sanctions Atty Who Headed OFAC 

By Nadia Dreid 

Law360 (July 26, 2018, 2:35 PM EDT) -- Morrison & Foerster LLP has roped the former director of the 
U.S. Office of Foreign Assets Control away from government enforcement after over a decade in order to 
become the new head of its national security practice. 

John E. Smith will help private companies navigate sanctions programs for MoFo, 
which represents companies who have been accused of violating sanctions as well 
as ensuring they remain in compliance, and plans to split his time among the firm's 
D.C., Tokyo and European offices.

"My future will be spent largely on a plane and I look forward to that, because the 
work at OFAC was frequently complex, challenging, but crisis-driven," Smith told 
Law360 on Wednesday. "And I expect the same in private practice. I need to be 
available when and where the clients need me. That's what I signed up for." 

Smith spent nearly 11 years at the U.S. Department of the Treasury, namely OFAC, where he worked his 
way up to director in 2015 and became responsible for enforcing all U.S. sanctions programs. This meant 
ensuring compliance with sanctions against countries, like Russia and North Korea, as well as individuals. 
Shortly after being promoted, he spearheaded the Obama administration's initiative to introduce new 
sanctions for cybercriminals whose attacks could harm national security or U.S. economic interests. 

One of the crisis-driven situations that stands out most to Smith came during the Arab Spring in 2011, when 
Libyan dictator Moammar Gadhafi "turned on the people of Libya" and began quelling peaceful protests 
with violence. 

"We worked at OFAC through the night over the course of several days drafting an executive order and 
crafting a program that froze within a matter of days $30 billion in Libyan assets that government could no 
longer use to wage war on its own people," Smith said. 

He also led U.S. sanctions implementation against Russia for the annexation of Crimea in 2016, another all-
nighter. 

But Smith had ties to OFAC long before he came on as an associate director in 2007 — as a trial attorney for 
the U.S. Department of Justice, he spent five years defending OFAC and other agencies against challenges 
to the Patriot Act and other government programs. 

John Smith 

mailto:customerservice@law360.com


 

 

 
That's where he became interested in sanctions work, he said, after Sept. 11 and the global shifts that 
followed made economics sanctions the "favored alternative between words and war." 
 
As his interest grew, he left the DOJ for the United Nations, where he spent three years as the only 
American on the Al-Qaida-Taliban Sanctions Committee, according to his firm bio. There he led assessment 
visits to more than 20 countries around the world to ensure U.N.-ordered sanctions against the terrorist 
organizations were being properly implemented. 
 
Nick Spiliotes, who co-chairs the firm's national security practice alongside Smith, says Smith's two decades 
of experience have made him the "top sanctions attorney in the world." 
 
"It's a crazy time in the sanctions field, with Russia, Iran, Venezuela, North Korea, Cuba, China," Spiliotes 
said. "Everything going on at once. So this is a perfect time for John to join us." 
 
Smith graduated from Columbia University School of Law and received his undergraduate degree from 
University of Missouri-Columbia. 
 
-- Additional reporting by Alex Lawson. Editing by Marygrace Murphy. 
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